I study the effect of the length of the Christmas "shopping season" in the United States (traditionally, beginning the day after US Thanksgiving) on aggregate retail sales. I find a statistically significant increase in per-capita retail sales in November and December (combined) of approximately $6.50 per additional day over the relevant range. The implications of these finding are briefly discussed.
Introduction
The traditional Christmas "shopping season" in the United States varies from 26-32 days: the shopping season begins the day after Thanksgiving, which falls on the fourth Thursday in November. 1 The number of days each year for 1967-2000 is plotted in Figure 1 . (Leap years prevent the number of days from following a regular 7-year cycle.) US media reports speculate each year whether the length of the shopping season will affect sales. News stories typically argue that shorter shopping seasons reduce consumers' opportunities to make "impulse" purchases, affecting purchases of both of gifts and items for personal consumption. In an unscientific on-line poll by the publication Retail Merchandiser in December 2002, 31% of respondents thought that a shorter shopping season would have a "major impact" on their sales; only 15% felt that "fewer days have nothing to do with the amount that consumers need to spend on holiday gifts each year" (Retail Merchandiser 2002) .
In this paper, I use data on aggregate retail sales in the US from 1967-2000 to check whether the number of shopping days really does affect retail sales. I find that the number of shopping days matters primarily for the timing of sales. Per capita, US consumers spend approximately $6.50 (in 2000-2002 dollars) more in November and December (combined) for every additional shopping day between Thanksgiving and Christmas over the relevant range (26-32); this amounts to an increase of about 3.5% in holiday-related sales per person. The sectors most strongly affected are electronics, apparel, food and general merchandise.
Data
The data come from the US Census Bureau's Monthly Retail Trade Survey. The survey covers over 10,000 retail businesses each month, selected from the Business Register, a comprehensive listing of all Employer Identification Numbers (EINs). 2 Nominal, seasonally-unadjusted retail sales data are available for selected two-and three-digit SIC codes such as apparel, drugstores, general merchandise stores (including department stores and many discount retailers) and hardware stores. Total sales across all retail SIC codes are also given. I use the Consumer Price Index (all items) to convert nominal sales to real dollars. 
JanExcess jt ≡ JanSales jt − 1 2 (SeptSales j,t−1 + OctSales j,t−1 ).
Summary statistics are shown in Table 1 . Industries included in the table (and in the analysis) are those from which gifts are likely to be selected, and others selling goods associated with the holidays (specifically, food stores and liquor stores).
To gauge the effect of the length of the shopping season on holiday sales, I estimate
where ExcessSales may be NovExcess, DecExcess or HolidayExcess, and ExcessDays is the number of days between Thanksgiving and Christmas minus 26 (the minimum number of shopping days). 3 Because of the short time-series dimension (34 years), I add only unemployment rates as control variables.
Since the timing of Christmas is fixed, and only the date of Thanksgiving varies from one year to the next, a pure substitution effect may occur where more shopping days lead to relatively more sales in November, but correspondingly fewer sales in December. Alternatively, November sales may increase while December sales remain unchanged (or not fall by the full amount). 4 Finally, if there is a "habit-formation" element in shopping, the longer consumers are exposed to advertising and shopping, the more spendthrift they become, in which case a longer shopping season can translate into more December sales as well as more November sales.
The latter case is consistent with a model such as Laibson's "cue theory" (Laibson 2001) or with an intertemporal increasing-returns shopping technology.
Results for retail sales in several categories are shown in Table 2 . Column (1) shows the effect of an added shopping day on November sales, and column (2) shows December sales. Columns (3) and (4) show total holiday sales. Columns (1)- (3) For electronics, the implied increase in sales per capita is approximately $0.70 over the shopping season, an increase of approximately 5% in "excess" holiday spending. Increased sales in apparel stores amount to approximately $0.50, and general merchandise sales increase by 5 Using only October sales (instead of the average of September and October sales) to normalize holiday sales increases these point estimates. Using September sales alone decreases them substantially. This is probably due to a combination of two factors. First, the later is Thanksgiving, the more likely is September to have five weekends instead of four, which will mechanically increase September sales and depress October sales. Second, anticipating a late Thanksgiving, consumers may in fact start their holiday shopping as early as October.
just over $1.50 for each additional shopping day. Sales at food stores (a category that includes grocery stores as well as speciality food stores) increase by approximately $0.90, most likely due to the fact that holiday parties traditionally do not begin until after Thanksgiving. In addition, some of the increase in food-and liquor-store sales may be gift purchases, and not all of that amount will be consumed immediately.
Since consumers operate within a budget constraint, increased Christmas sales must come at the expense of either spending (in other months) or saving. With the notable exception of food and alcohol, whose January sales declines exactly offset holiday increases, there does not appear to be a "hangover effect" on January sales. By process of elimination, savings over this period must be reduced, although I do not have direct evidence of such an effect.
Conclusion
For most items, I find that increasing the number of shopping days increases spending in November while leaving December sales unaffected, suggesting that consumers may be more constrained by the time available for Christmas shopping. For several retailer categories, including apparel, electronics and general merchandise, I find that December sales increase when the number of shopping days (in November) increases, suggesting either high-frequency "habitformation" or intertemporal increasing returns to shopping. This could be due to fixed costs of learning the layout of the stores and the identity of the stores with the best deals, or to increasing returns to internalizing the "Christmas spirit".
If Waldfogel (1993 and ) is right, these findings imply that a longer shopping seasons is associated with a larger "deadweight loss" of Christmas. These issues should be studied further, preferably using micro-level data.
This finding has potential macroeconomic implications. Wen (2002) finds a large role for seasonal shocks in explaining aggregate business cycles, and argues that large synchronized shocks such as those induced by Christmas almost inevitably have effects on economic output.
If longer shopping seasons have larger effects, as this paper suggests, this could provide a powerful exogenous instrument for studying the effect of demand shocks on business cycles. 
